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The Ten Commandments - Exodus 20:1–14 
 
Note to the reader: this sampler from the forthcoming Steinsaltz Hebrew-English Tanakh contains 
the Name of God in print. While we invite you to download or print it, please do treat it with due care. 

 
The Torah lists ten matters spoken by God on Mount Sinai, which He later wrote on tablets of 
stone. It should be noted that the precise division of the revelation into ten sections is a matter of 
dispute. These commands, which include matters between man and God as well as those involving 
relationships between man and his fellow man, are at the foundation of the religious structure and 
the Jewish approach to life. In large part, they are also the source of universal values. Most of them 
are prohibitions relating to actions, but there are also some positive commands, as well as 
statements of fact that one must know and accept, and matters of emotions.  
 
There is a distinction between the first five commandments, which focus on the relationship 
between God and man, including the honor of one’s parents, as this commandment is also within 
the rubric of honoring God, and the last five commandments, which consist of interpersonal 
prohibitions. In fact, the name of God does not appear in this section. 
 
All the commandments are addressed to the individual, in a direct, personal manner. However, in 
the early commands, which focus on the belief in God, God is referred to in the first person as the 
Speaker, whereas in the other commandments God is referred to in the third person.  
 
English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz.

 

§ Exodus 20:1  
ים הָּ  ִ֥ ר  ל־ַהְדבָּ ת כָּ ֵ֛ ים א  ר ֱאֹלה ִ֔ ֵּ֣ ר׃ ַוְיַדב  אמ ֹֽ ה ל  לֶּ ֵ֖  א 

God spoke all these matters, saying: 

Commentary on Exodus 20:1 
 

God spoke all these matters, saying. It is unclear from the continuation of the account 

whether the entire people heard all the commandments directly.1 In any case, they 
certainly heard the first section from God.  

 

                                                 
1 See verses 15–18; Deuteronomy 5:19–24; see also Bekhor Shor. 
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§ Exodus 20:2  
ֵּ֥֣ים׃ ֹֽ ד   ִֵּ֥֥֣ית ֲעבָּ ֵּ֣ ב  ם מ  י  ְצַרֵ֖ ץ מ  רֶּ ִ֥ אֶּ יָך מ  ֵ֛ את  ר הֹוצ  ֶׁ֧ יָך ֲאשֶּ ֵּ֣ה ֱאֹלהֶּ ִ֔ ֙י ְיהוָּ ֵ֖ כ  נ  ֹֽ   אָּ

I am the Lord your God, who took you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of 
bondage. 

 

Commentary on Exodus 20:2 

 
I am the Lord your God,d1 who took you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of 

bondage. According to some commentaries, this is not a separate command, but the 

Speaker presenting Himself, since without the acceptance of this basic identification of 

God there is no meaning to the commands that follow.2 Others maintain that this is the 

first commandment, to believe in God and to know Him.3  
 

Discussion for Exodus 20:2 

d1 I am the Lord your God – יך י ה' ֱאֹלהֶּ כ  נ  אָּ ָ: The first concept of the Ten 
Commandments, which appears in a positive and negative formulation, is 
the presence of God. This matter must necessarily precede all the others, as 
the practical commandments mentioned below are based on the existence of 
a Commander. Although some of those also have social value, their 
importance is not merely due to their usefulness within daily life. Rather, the 
Commandments given on this lofty occasion mainly serve to establish values 
of good and evil. Furthermore, the opening declaration: “I am the Lord your 
God,” identifies the Giver of the Torah as the One who saved Israel from 
Egypt, which provides the legal force for the ensuing commands. These are 
not statutes that must be fulfilled out of awe of judgment or fear of the 
police, but rather due to their independent, absolute value.  

 

§ Exodus 20:3  
יַ  ָֹֽֽ֗ נָּ ים ַעל־פָּ ִ֖֜ ֵ֖ ר  ים ֲאח  ִִ֥֥֨ ָ֛֩ ֱאֹלה  ֹֽה־ְלָךֵ֛ ְהיֶּ א י  ֹֽ   ל ֵּ֣

You shall have no other gods before Me. 

 

Commentary on Exodus 20:3 
 

The previous declaration leads to the demand for exclusivity: You shall have no other 

gods before Me, i.e., together with Me. There is no other God but Me. 

                                                 
2 Rabbi Ḥasdai Crescas, in the beginning of Ohr Hashem; Abravanel. 
3 Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment 1. 
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§ Exodus 20:4  
 

 ִ֔ ַמ  ֙ם׀ מ  י  ֙ ַמֵּ֣ ֵּ֥֣ר ַבשָּ ֵּ֣ ה ֲאשֶּ  ִ֔ ל־ְתמּונָּ  ֙ל׀ ְוכָּ סֶּ ֵּ֣֙ ֵּ֣ פֶּ ה־ְלָךִ֥ ֲעשִֶּ֥֨ ַ א תֹֽ ֹֽ ם׀ ל ֵּ֣ ֵֵּּ֣֥֣י  ֵּ֥֣ר ַבַמֵ֖ ֵּ֣ ִ֥ ַחת ַוֲאשֶּ ִֵַּ֖֣֥֜ תָּ  ץ מ  רֶּ ִֵ֥֖֨ אָּ רָ֛֩ בָּ ִ֥ ֲַאשֶּ ַעל וֹֽ

ץ  רֶּ ָֹֽֽ֗ אָּ ֵֵַּּ֣֥֣חת לָּ ַתִ֥  מ 
You shall not make for you an idol, nor any image of that which is in the heavens 
above, or that which is on the earth below, or that which is in the water beneath the 
earth. 

Commentary on Exodus 20:4 

 
Furthermore, faith alone is not enough. You shall not make for you an idol to 

worship, nor any item that is an image of that which is in the heavens above, or that 

which is on the earth below, or that which is in the water beneath the earth, i.e., 

anywhere on earth. The phrase: “That which is in the water beneath the earth,” might 

also allude to large creatures or primeval sea monsters, which were considered 

powerful beings that people would worship.  

§ Exodus 20:5 

 

ְש  א־ת  ים ַעלל ֹֽ ֵ֛ נ  ת ַעל־בָּ ב ֶׁ֧ ד ֲעֹוִ֥֨ן אָּ ק  א פ ֹּ֠ ל ַקנִָּ֔ ֵּ֣ יָ֙ך א  י ְיהוָּ ה ֱאֹלהֶּ֙ כ ִ֞ נ  ָּ י אֹֽ ֵּ֣ ֒ם כ  ְבד   עָּ א תָּ ֮ם ְול ֵּ֣ ֵ֖ הֶּ ֵֵּּ֣֥֣ה לָּ ִ֥ ־ַתְחוֶּ

ֵֹּֽ֥֣י׃  ים ְלש ְנאָּ  ֵ֖ ע  ב  ים ְוַעל־ר  ִ֥ ש  ל   ש 
You shall not prostrate yourselves before them, and you shall not worship them, 
because I am the Lord your God, a zealous God, Who reckons the iniquity of the fathers 
against the children, against the third generation and against the fourth generation, to 
My enemies. 

 

Commentary on Exodus 20:5 

 
You shall not prostrate yourselves before them, and you shall not worship them, 

because I am the Lord your God, a zealous God,d1 and cannot stand another god to be 

worshipped together with Me; Who reckons, remembers, the iniquity of the fathers 

against the children, against the third generation, grandchildren, and against the 

fourth generation, great-grandchildren, to My enemies. I recall transgressions and 

even punish one’s descendants to the fourth generation, in accordance with the wicked 

deeds of the fathers, if the descendants continue on their evil path. For a lengthy 

description of this principle, see Ezekiel chapter 18 and Berakhot 7a. Some maintain 

that this principle applies only to the severe transgression of idolatry, whose 

worshippers are called “My enemies.”4  

                                                 
4 See Guide to the Perplexed  I:54. 
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Discussion for Exodus 20:5 

 
d1 A zealous God – ל ַקנָּא  ,This is not zealousness of envy, but of love :א 
as in the verse: “For love is strong as death, jealousy is cruel as the grave.”5 
This zealousness is characterized by the demand for complete, exclusive 
ownership. Both here and in its human, social manifestation, jealousy is 
expressed not merely through a lack of patience with the closeness of others 
to the beloved, but is accompanied by a desire for vengeance and a 
combative spirit.6 Indeed, the expressions of zealousness attributed to God in 
the Bible appear invariably in the context of idolatry, which is essentially the 
betrayal of God.7  

 

§ Exodus 20:6  
פ  ִ֔  ֙ד ַלֲאלָּ סֶּ ֵ֖֙ ה חֶּ שֶּ י׃ ְוע ִ֥  ֹֽ ְצֹותָּ י מ  ִ֥ ְמר  י ּוְלש  ֲהַבֵ֖  ים ְלא 

And Who engages in kindness for the thousands, for those who love Me and observe My 
commandments. 

 

Commentary on Exodus 20:6 

 
Conversely, I am also a God Who engages in kindness for the thousands of 

generations, as in the verse: “Who keeps the covenant and mercy with them that love 

Him and keep His commandments to a thousand generations.”8 God’s loving kindness 

extends far beyond the four generations in the case of a sinner. This kindness is for 

those who love Me and observe My commandments. The demand for exclusivity and 

God’s jealousy entail both the negation of all competitors as well as a great love for the 

faithful. 

 

§ Exodus 20:7  
 

א י ל ֹ֤ ְוא ִכִּ֣ ָּׁ֑ יָך ַלש  ֹ֥ה ֱאֹלֶהֶ֖ ם־ְיהו  ֵֽׁ א ֶאת־ש  ָּׂ֛ א ִתש  ְוא׃ ל ֹ֥ ֵֽׁ ֹו ַלש  א ֶאת־ְשמֶ֖ ֹ֥ ת ֲאֶשר־ִיש  ָּׂ֛ ה א   ְיַנֶק֙ה ְיהו ָ֔

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, as the Lord will not absolve 
one who takes His name in vain. 

 

                                                 
5 Song of Songs 8:6. 
6 See Bekhor Shor. 
7 Based on Ramban. 
8 Deuteronomy 7:9. 
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Commentary on Exodus 20:7 

 
The previous commandment of not worshiping other gods leads to the requirement to 

honor and fear God: You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain,d1 by 

swearing falsely or mentioning it for no reason. This is a severe prohibition, as the 

person who does so disrespects the honor of the one Ruler of the entire world. As the 

Lord will not absolve, exempt, one who takes His name in vain. It is difficult to 

achieve atonement for the desecration of God’s name. In general, the Ten 

Commandments deal with the laws themselves, not the punishments for those who 

violate them. The desecration of the name of God is an exception in this regard, as the 

punishment for the violator cannot always be administered by the court or society, and 

it is far more serious than other sins. Not even Yom Kippur and suffering can atone for 

the damage to one’s very relationship with God.9 The Sages have said that if there is any 

remedy for the desecration of God’s name, it is through the opposite type of act of 

increasing the sanctification of the name of God.10  
 

 

Discussion for Exodus 20:7 

 
d1 You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain –  א שָּ ל א ת 

ְוא יָך ַלשָּ ם ה' ֱאֹלהֶּ ת ש   This verse teaches that the very name of God must be :אֶּ
treated with respect. In addition, it is derived from here that there are 
limitations on mentioning the ineffable name of God for no purpose or in a 
negative context. God’s name is usually replaced by various other monikers, 
such as HaShem, which literally means The Name, in order to safeguard 
people from using the actual name of God in an unseemly manner.  
 
This command is also interpreted as a general reference to the desecration 
of the honor of God in other ways. Since over the course of time the nation of 
Israel identified itself as the people of God, any clearly negative behavior on 
their part in the presence of strangers serves to desecrate the name of God. 
When they act in such a manner, they do not merely desecrate their own 
good names and the honor of their families and their nation due to the 
impact of their actions, but even the name of God Himself.11  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 See Yoma 86a. 
10 See Sha’arei Teshuva by Rabbi Yona Gerondi, 3:158, 4:16. 
11 See, e.g., Pesikta Rabbati 22; Sha’arei Teshuva 2:45; see also Leviticus 19:12; Yoma 86a. 
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§ Exodus 20:8  
ֹו  ת ְלַקְדשָֹֽֽ֗ ִֵ֖֖֜ ֹום ַהַשבָּ ת־יִִ֥֥֨ ֹורָ֛֩ אֶּ כֵ֛  זָּ

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 

Commentary on Exodus 20:8 

 
The next commandment is one that creates the basic framework for Jewish life: 

Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holyd1 as a sacred day. The Sabbath was already 

given to the Israelites (16:23–30), but here it is granted the lofty status of a uniquely holy 

day. One of the ways in which this commandment is fulfilled is through the recitation of 

Kiddush, the blessing of Sanctification, on the Sabbath, in which the day is praised and 

its special value underscored. In the Kiddush of Friday night, one welcomes the holy 

day.12 The remembrance of the Sabbath day and its sanctification are also fulfilled 

through other customs and halakhot, such as the choice food one eats and the wearing 

of fine garments.13  

    
 

Discussion for Exodus 20:8 

d1 Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy –  ת ת יֹום ַהַשבָּ כֹור אֶּ זָּ

ְלַקְדשו ֹ: In addition to one’s actions on the Sabbath itself, one also fulfills this 
command through his everyday speech. In Hebrew, unlike most other 
languages, there are no names for the days of the week; they are simply 
called First day, Second day, and so on. They are numbered in relation to the 
Sabbath, which is the only one whose name is not relative to the other days 
of the week.14 

§ Exodus 20:9  
ָ֒ך  ֹֽ ל־ְמַלאְכתֶּ ֵּ֥֣יתָּ כָּ ֵּ֣ ֵ֖ ש  ֮ד ְועָּ ֲעב ִ֔ ַ י֙ם תֹֽ ֵּ֣ ת יָּמ  ֵּ֥֣שֶּ ֵּ֣  ש  

Six days you shall work and perform all your labor. 

Commentary on Exodus 20:9 

 
Six days you shall work, and perform all your labor. The six weekdays are for people 

to work and accomplish all their necessary tasks.  

 

 

                                                 
12 See Pesaḥim 106a. 
13 See Mekhilta deRashbi 20:8; Shabbat 119a, 113a. 
14 See Ramban; Bekhor Shor; Mekhilta deRashbi 20:8. 
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§ Exodus 20:10  
 

ה כָּ  ִֵּ֥֣֨ א־ַתֲעשֶּ ֹֽ יָך ל ֵּ֣ ֵּ֣ה ֱאֹלהֶּ ָֽ֗ ֵֵּּ֣֥֣ת׀ ַליהוָּ ֵ֖ י ַשבָּ ִ֖֜ יע ִ֔ ֙ ְו֙יֹו֙ם ַהְשב  ְתָךִ֖֜ ֹֽ ָך ַעְבְדָך ִ֥֨ ַוֲאמָּ תֶָּֽ֗ ב  ־ּוֹּ֠ ֹֽ ְנָךֵּ֣ ה׀ ּוב  ֵּ֣ ה ַאתָּ ִ֖֜ אכָּ  ל־ְמלָּ

יָך  ִ֔ ֹֽ רֶּ ְשעָּ ֵּ֥֣ר ב  ֵּ֣ ִ֥ ֙ ֲאשֶּ ְרָךֵ֖ ָך ְוג  ָֽ֗ ְמתִֶּ֔  ּוְבהֶּ
And the seventh day is Sabbath for the Lord your God; you shall not perform any labor, 
you, and your son, and your daughter, your slave, and your maidservant, and your 
animal, and your stranger who is within your gates… 

Commentary on Exodus 20:10 

 
And the seventh day is Sabbath for the Lord your God. On this day God rested, as 

related at the beginning of the Torah.15 You, too, Israel, who are entering a covenant 

with God, shall not perform any labord1 on this day. This applies not only to you 

personally, but also to the members of your extended household: And your son, and 

your daughter, your slave, and your maidservant, and your animal, and your 

stranger who is within your gates. Since the Sabbath belongs to the entire nation, all 

are prohibited from performing labor on this day, 

 
 

Discussion for Exodus 20:10 

 
d1 You shall not perform any labor – אכָּה ל ְמלָּ ה כָּ  The revelation :ל א ַתֲעשֶּ
at Mount Sinai does not include the details of the prohibitions of the Sabbath 
and its positive commandments. Clearly, the demand to rest does not mean 
that the Jews must sit motionless for the entire day. Rather, the prohibition 
involves the performance of labor, which is a defined act not necessarily 
synonymous with hard work. Work refers to a physical action, whereas labor 
in this context is a creative, deliberate act.  

 

§ Exodus 20:11  
 

י   ַמֵּ֣ ת־ַהשָּ ה אֶּ ה ְיהוִָּ֖֜ שִָּ֥֨ יםָ֛֩ עָּ ת־יָּמ  שֶּ ֹֽ י ש  ֵּ֣ ֹום כ  ֵַ֖נח ַביֵּ֣ ם ַויָּ ר־בִָּ֔ ל־ֲאשֶּ ת־כָּ ֙ם ְואֶּ ת־ַהיָּ ץ אֶּ רֶּ אָָּֽ֗ ת־הָּ ם ְואֶּ

הּו׃  ֹֽ ְַֽיַקְדש  ת ַוֹֽ ֵ֖ ֹום ַהַשבָּ ת־יִ֥ ֵ֛ה אֶּ ְך ְיהוָּ ַרֶׁ֧ ן ב  י ַעל־כ ָֽ֗ יע    ַהְשב 
because in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea and everything 
that is in them and He rested on the seventh day; therefore, the Lord blessed the 
Sabbath day and He sanctified it. 

 
 

                                                 
15 Genesis 2:1–3. 
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Commentary on Exodus 20:11 
 

...because in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea and 

everything that is in them and He rested on the seventh day; therefore, the Lord 

blessed the Sabbath day, as the day on which the labor of creation was completed. 

And furthermore, He set aside the Sabbath and sanctified itd1 from the beginning of 

creation.16  
 

 

Discussion for Exodus 20:11 

 
d1 Therefore, the Lord blessed the Sabbath day, and He sanctified it – 
הו ת ַוְיַקְדש  ת יֹום ַהַשבָּ ַרְך ה' אֶּ ן ב  ַעל כ  ּ: The Sabbath is not merely a day of 
prohibitions and restrictions, on which one refrains from labor in memory of 
God’s cessation of work at the completion of the creation of the world. 
Rather, it is also God’s weekly holiday, which is why it is not only a day of 
rest, but a holy day as well. This feature of the day links the Sabbath to the 
preceding commandments, which deal with one’s exclusive faith in God. 
Since the people of Israel are now entering into a covenant with God, He 
instructs them to participate in His private holiday. For this reason, 
remembering the Sabbath is the first practical commandment of regular 
Jewish life.  

§ Exodus 20:12  
 ִ֥ ת  יָך נ  ֵ֖ ִ֥ה ֱאֹלהֶּ ר־ְיהוָּ ה ֲאשֶּ מִָּ֔ ֲאדָּ ל הָּ יָך ַעַ֚ ּון יָּמִֶּ֔ כֵּ֣ ַע֙ן ַיֲאר  ָך ְלַמ֙ מֶּ  ת־א  יָך ְואֶּ ֵ֖ ב  ת־אָּ ד אֶּ ִ֥ ְך׃ ַכב  ֹֽ  ן לָּ

Honor your father and your mother, so that your days will be extended on the land that 
the Lord your God gives you. 
 

Commentary on Exodus 20:12 

 
Honor your father and your mother.d1 Honoring one’s parents does not involve a 

ritual act, but is a requirement of daily life, so that your days will be extended on the 

land that the Lord your God gives you. The reward for one who honors his parents is a 

long life in this world.17 In addition, in a society where the elderly generation is 

respected, there will be long life, as aging parents are confident that they can rely on 

the younger generation, and they feel valued as important members of the family and 

the wider society.18 

 

 

                                                 
16 See Genesis 2:3. 
17 See Ramban. 
18 See Bekhor Shor. 
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Discussion for Exodus 20:12 

d1 Honor your father and your mother – ך מֶּ ת א  יָך ְואֶּ ב  ת אָּ ד אֶּ ַכב  ָ: Although 
this commandment was not explicitly mentioned previously, it was already a 
basic value one thousand years before the Giving of the Torah, as indicated in 
the story of Noah’s sons.19 
 
Honoring one’s parents is now presented as a fundamental principle of the 
Torah. It is not presented here as part of the obligation to respect one’s 
elders, alongside the commandment: “You shall rise before the graybeard, 
and show deference before the elderly.”20 Instead, it appears as one of the Ten 
Commandments, which detail the basic principles of worshiping God, as one’s 
attitude toward his parents should parallel his attitude toward God. The first 
commandment connected the people of Israel to God by virtue of the fact that 
He fashioned them as a nation: “Who took you out of the land of Egypt, from 
the house of bondage” (verse 2). The commandment to observe the Sabbath 
that appears just before this one is associated with God’s creation of the 
entire world. The duty to honor one’s parents extends this theme in that it is 
not dependent upon the individual personalities of the parents, but on the 
fact that they, like God, are the source of a person’s existence.21  

 

§ Exodus 20:13  
ר קֶּ ֹֽ ד שָּ ִ֥ ֲעָךֵ֖ ע  ִ֥ה ְבר  א־ַתֲענֶּ ב׃ ל ֹֽ ְגנ ִֹֽ֔ א ת   ֵ֖ ֵֹּֽ֥֣ף׃ ל ֵּ֣ ְנאָּ  א ת   ֵ֖ ֵֹּֽ֥֣ח׃ ל ֵּ֣ ֵ֖ ְרצָּ א ת   ֵ֖  ׃ ל ִ֥

You shall not murder. You shall not commit adultery. You shall not steal. You shall not 
bear false witness against your neighbor. 

Commentary on Exodus 20:13 
 

You shall not murder.d1 You shall not commit adultery.d2 This prohibition of sexual 

misconduct is defined by Jewish law and the traditional commentaries as the relationship 

of a married woman with a man other than her husband.22 The commands against 

harming the life of another and damaging his family structure are followed by a 

prohibition against taking his property: You shall not steal.d3 Following the absolute 

prohibitions that define the basic behavior required toward one’s fellow man, such as 

murder, adultery, and stealing, the Torah presents a command that is seemingly less 

severe than the previous ones, but which refers to a common social situation: You shall 

not bear false witness against your neighbor,d4 which refers to a prohibition against 

giving false testimony. The definition provided in Jewish law of this prohibition is the 

submission of untrue or invalid testimony over the course of a trial in court, as this might 

lead to the death of the accused. Such testimony undermines the trust between people.  

                                                 
19 See Genesis 9:20–23. 
20 Leviticus 19:32. 
21 See Ramban; Kiddushin 30b. 
22 See Rashi. 
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Discussion for Exodus 20:13 

 
d1 You shall not murder – ח ְרצָּ  The basis for social coexistence is :ל א ת 
the confidence and security of each individual that others will not kill him. In 
a society where murder is permitted, humanity in general, and each 
individual in particular, is in a constant state of peril, a social reality that is 
apparent within certain animal species. However, in the Ten Commandments 
this fundamental prohibition is imbued with meaning that goes beyond its 
social utility, as evident from the command formulation of: You shall not 
murder [lo tirzaḥ ], which repudiates it entirely, rather than the mere warning: 
Do not murder [al tirzaḥ ]. In effect, the Torah is saying: There shall be no 
murder, as acts of this kind are not part of your world. This style is repeated 
in the subsequent commandments as well.  
 
d2 You shall not commit adultery – ף ְנאָּ  ,Other sexual prohibitions :ל א ת 
e.g., incest and forbidden relations that stem from the elevated status of 
Jews or that of certain segments of the Jewish people, are not included in 
this commandment. This is true despite the fact that they are no less severe 
than adultery, and the punishment for some of them is in fact more severe. 
The reason adultery appears here is because it shatters the most basic social 
unit, the family. In addition, it harms a relationship that goes back to the 
beginning of creation: “Therefore, shall a man leave his father and his 
mother, and he shall cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.”23 
Likewise, the prohibition against murder also relates to a verse in the first 
part of Genesis: “One who sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be 
shed; as in the image of God, He made man” (9:6). 
 
d3 You shall not steal – ב ְגנ   The Sages maintain, based on the :ל א ת 
context, that this commandment is referring to stealing people, i.e., 
kidnapping, whereas the prohibition against taking his property appears in 
Leviticus 19:11.24 
 
d4 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor – ל א ַתֲענֶּה 

ר קֶּ ד שָּ ֲעָך ע   This commandment may include a broad range of situations :ְבר 
where one speaks falsely about another.25 If people would refrain from 
speaking falsehoods entirely, everyone could rely on others, not only due to 
the knowledge that his life, family and property are secure, as required by 
the previous commandments, but in full confidence that the statements he 
hears are spoken in good faith.  

 
 

                                                 
23 Genesis 2:24. 
24 See Sanhedrin 86a; see also Exodus 21:16, as well as Rav Se’adya Gaon and the lengthy commentary of the Ibn Ezra. 
25 See Bekhor Shor on 23:1. 
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§ Exodus 20:14  
 ֹֽ עֶּ ר ְלר  ִ֥ ל ֲאשֶּ ֹו ְוכ ֵ֖ רִ֔ ֹו ַוֲחמ  תֹ֙ו ְושֹורֵּ֣ ֹו ַוֲאמָּ ָך ְוַעְבד  עֶָּֽ֗ ת ר  שֶּ ֵּ֣ ד א  א־ַתְחמ ִ֞ ָך ל ֹֽ עֶּ  ית ר  ֵּ֣ ד ב  א ַתְחמ ֵ֖  ָך׃ ל ִ֥

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or 
his man servant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your 
neighbor’s. 

Commentary on Exodus 20:14 

 
You shall not covetd1 your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 

wife, or his man servant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that 

is your neighbor’s. This coveting is the age-old, unshakable and notorious sin of envy, 

which has not disappeared in the three thousand years that have passed since the Torah 

was given.  

 
 

Discussion for Exodus 20:14 

 
d1 You shall not covet – ד  One would think that a prohibition of :ל א ַתְחמ 
this kind is unsuitable as a law, as legal codes refer to actions rather than 
people’s thoughts and desires. God alone can command people not to want 
something, and place limits on the intrigues and hidden desires in the heart 
of man. 
 
Due to the singular nature of this prohibition amongst the other 
commandments that refer to actions and words, the Sages limited its 
application to using means that would deprive another of an item that 
belongs to him.26 This does not apply merely to methods forbidden for other 
reasons, but also to otherwise permitted means of persuasion, such as 
pressure or similar forms of manipulation that a person might employ to 
compel another to transfer their property into his domain. This type of 
coveting is somewhat akin to violent oppression, which was the sin of the 
generation of the flood,27 as it is also motivated by the lust for the property of 
another. If so, the last commandment serves to prohibit the practical planning 
and scheming of appropriating that which belongs to someone else. 
 
However, it should be noted that this limited interpretation does not negate 
the simple meaning of the term. Indeed, in the parallel account of the Ten 
Commandments in Deuteronomy (5:17), the word “covet” is replaced by 
“desire,” which refers to a passion that does not necessarily have any 
practical effect.28  

                                                 
26 See Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, Negative Commandment 265. 
27 Genesis 6:11–13. 
28 See Rambam Sefer Nezikin, Hilkhot Gezeila 1:9–12. 


